
This plant is an ‘activated sludge’ plant, using the 
same type of bacteria as Raglan and Te Kauwhata 
WWTPs to treat wastewater but, unlike those 
plants, the Pauanui WWTP is set up differently and 
doesn’t use Membrane Aerated Biofilm Reactor 
(MABR) technology.

Population and communities served:

The plant services the communities of Pauanui 
and Tairua, managing the wastewater produced 
by up to 30,000 people during the summer peak. 
The plant was recently upgraded in December 
2024 to better manage the significant population 
increases over summer. 

The treatment plant is 1.1 hectares large and sits 
on a 4.6-hectare site. 

What is an activated sludge plant?

Put simply, an activated sludge plant uses 
microorganisms (tiny living organisms) to break 
down and remove harmful substances from 
wastewater. It’s one of the most widely used 
methods for treating sewage and industrial 
wastewater.

How does it work? 

Wastewater is first passed through a fine screen to 
remove debris such as wet wipes and food scraps. 
From there, it enters a grit and sand removal 
system which is particularly important for coastal 
areas where there is a lot of sand entering the 
wastewater system. 

Fine screens remove debris from the wastewater.	  

Grit removal tanks remove sand and grit.

The wastewater then enters activated sludge 
tanks. These tanks use bacteria to treat wastewater 
and remove carbon, nitrogen and phosphorus. 
Once the treatment cycle is complete, the 
contents of these tanks are left to settle for one 
hour and the clear wastewater is removed from 
the surface of the tank. The contents which sink 
to the bottom of the tank are left in the system to 
continue the treatment. 

Discharge Method:

The removed wastewater is then filtered and 
passed through an ultraviolet disinfection system 
which deactivates any remaining micro-organisms 
(such as bacteria and viruses) before being 
discharged.

Is the plant smelly?

To manage odour, any potentially smelly areas 
are covered and have extractor fans which suck 
the air into what is called a bio-scrubber tower. 
This tower is full of bacteria which are used to 
digest this air, removing any smell from the plant.  
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A bio-scrubber tower uses bacteria to remove any odours.

But wait, is the plant noisy?

Some noise is created by the blowers and 
centrifuges used in the treatment process.

Blowers pump air into the activated sludge 
tanks, helping bacteria break down wastewater. 
Centrifuges - machines that spin rapidly - are 
used at the end of the process to separate water 
from solids. This step, known as dewatering, turns 
the remaining biological material into a soil-like 
substance that can be safely taken to landfill.

To reduce the sound created by these machines 
down to a hum, they are housed in well-insulated 
concrete buildings with acoustic doors. In 
addition, the airlines which go from the blowers 
to the tanks are fitted with silencers to muffle any 
noise created by air being blown through the 
pipes.

What about extreme weather events?

In the case of extreme weather events, any 
excess wastewater is stored in what is known as 
a calamity pond. This pond has been built for the 
express purpose of managing overflows to ensure 
there is never a risk of wastewater overflowing 
into the surrounding environment.

How is the wastewater discharged from this 
plant and is it harmful to the environment? 

Wastewater is discharged at four places across 
Pauanui: the golf course in town, on median 
strips down the centre of town streets, Kennedy 
Park sports field and the Airfield grass berms. It is 
discharged to land via sub-surface drippers which 
is effective as the soil is free draining sand and it 
is also used to to water the sport fields and golf 
course. 

Have there been any complaints from 
neighbours about the plant?

Following recent upgrades, Thames Coromandel 
District Council has received one complaint about 
odour from the plant. This is because the units 
which manage odour at the site during peak times 
had not been switched on. To manage this issue 
moving forward, operators must be proactive in 
managing the odour control system before the 
number of visitors to the area increases.

Distance to nearest resident: 

The Pauanui WWTP is just 160m away from the 
nearest house and is not visible from the local 
streets due to planting which surrounds the site, 
shielding it from view.
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